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The Town of East Hamptonõs Endangered Species Management program aims to protect piping plovers as they nest 
and raise their young to fledge. The goal of this program is to encourage successful productivity during the breeding 
season while maintaining suitable public access and recreational use of our beaches. This is achieved through 
identification and recording of nesting dates and locations, specialized protection of all nests and hatched young, and 
continuous monitoring of nest sites and broods. For protection of this endangered bird, vehicle use in nesting sites is 
prohibited once piping plovers have laid eggs that are due to hatch in the coming days and when there are chicks 
present. Fencing may be reduced or extended on a case-by-case basis to achieve the balance of protecting the young 
while allowing individuals to enjoy the environment. The Town is working to keep the coastal character of the 
community by keeping beaches as open for use as possible, while still adequately protecting the endangered species. 
 
The overall productivity for the 2020 Piping Plover Management season is 0.80. There was a total of 30 pairs across 
11 site locations. Out of the 30 pairs, 11 of them were successful in fledging a total of 24 young.  
 
Based on observations in the field, the beaches had higher use in 2020 than in prior years. Social distancing regulations 
may have encouraged more people to spend time outdoors. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the amount of people 
consistently on eastern long island greatly increased. These factors may have led to increased recreational use of our 
beaches. Piping plovers nest directly in the sand and are sensitive to people approaching. Adult piping plovers sit on 
their nests to protect their eggs from predators, and to regulate the temperature of the eggs to facilitate eventual 
healthy hatching. When people come in close proximity to their nests, plovers vacate their nests to lead perceived 
predators away from their eggs. This defensive behavior leaves their eggs vulnerable to other predators and to thermal 
impacts. Side effects of climate change, such as increased frequency of storms and a climate with more extreme 
variations in temperature, can impact the survival and reproductive success of certain birds.  
 
The key to a successful program and the obtainment of detailed accurate information is consistent monitoring. 
Volunteers, staff, and interns are crucial to our program. In 2021, we hope to continue to increase our monitoring 
and data collection efforts to facilitate the best possible productivity rates for the piping plovers, as well as, the most 
accurate information on each of these birds. Volunteers help to prevent the loss of chicks through site specific 
management of fencing and education to those who recreationally or professionally use the site. If you, or someone 
you know, are interested in helping volunteer for the 2021 endangered species management season, please contact 
the Natural Resources Department at: 631-324-0496, or email: SKlein@ehamptonny.gov.  
 

  

mailto:SKlein@ehamptonny.gov
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INTRODUCTION  
 
East Hampton Townõs Endangered Species Program is committed to help The New York State Department of 
Environmental Conservation and the United States Fish and Wildlife Service to protect endangered and threatened 
species. The federally threatened and New York State (NYS) endangered piping plover (Charadrius melodus) and the 
NYS threatened least tern (Sterna antillarum) nest on East Hampton Townõs ocean and bay beaches. The piping plover 
first received protection under the Migratory Bird Act of 1918, in response to excessive hunting of plovers and other 
birds. It received further protection in 1986, under the Endangered Species Act (ESA) of 1973. The ESA prohibits 
the òtakeó of piping plovers; this makes it illegal to kill, harm, harass, possess, or remove protected species listed 
under the ESA. The alternative to the Townõs program, would be for the State to entirely close down beaches for the 
breeding season. The Town is working to keep the coastal character of the community by keeping beaches as open 
for use as possible, while still adequately protecting the endangered species. 
 
To be delisted from the Endangered Species List, piping plovers would need to reach or exceed a productivity rate of 
1.5 for 5 consecutive years in certain regions. Our productivity this year was 0.80. Piping plovers are primarily 
endangered due to habitat loss from over development of coastal beaches. A positive indirect benefit of the program 
is that the fencing used to protect plovers from vehicles, also provides protection for dune grass to grow; this stabilizes 
our shoreline and reduces erosion.  
 
East Hampton is historically home to the federally and NYS threatened seabeach amaranth (Amaranthus pumilus) on 
our ocean beaches and is currently home to the NYS listed rare seabeach knotweed (Polygonum glaucum) on several 
bay beaches. All of these protected species depend on open beach habitats such as barrier beaches, sand spits, surplus 
dredge material areas and over-washed or sparsely vegetated upper beach and dune areas. Preserving these dynamic 
habitats plays a key role in protecting nesting shorebirds and other species associated with and dependent on our 
beaches. 
 
The Town of East Hampton Natural Resources Department actively manages approximately 18 miles of ocean and 
bay beaches. The Threatened and Endangered Species Management area consists of all bay and ocean beaches within 
the Town of East Hampton and its villages (excluding all Federal, State and County-owned land).   
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PIPING PLOVER MANAGEMENT  
 
Piping plovers spend their fall and winter in the southern United States and along the coast of the Gulf of Mexico. 
They migrate to northern United States and Canada in mid to late March. String fencing is installed in Late March 
and Early April on historic nesting sites. Pairs have demonstrated consistent site-fidelity of laying eggs in 
approximately the same location each year, allowing us to set up protective fencing in anticipation of these historic 
sites being their nesting location again. This fencing circles around the upper portion of the beach and dunes. The 
purpose of this is to keep all pedestrians, dogs, and vehicles out of sensitive nesting habitat.  

The string fencing that protects plovers, also plays an important role in natural erosion control by allowing adequate 
re-growth of vegetation during the growing season. Stabilizing dune grass helps protect our beaches from being 
greatly diminished during storm events.  

Most piping plover territories will be established by May, when females begin to lay eggs, one every other day, until 
four eggs completes their first clutch. If nests are found outside of string-fenced areas, additional fenced areas are 
installed to protect individual nest sites. Our efforts are focused on facilitating the earliest possible nesting success 
on each beach, so as not to prolong public access restrictions. Once chicks are hatched, string fencing may be 
moved to accommodate their foraging behavior in the area they inhabit.  

Piping plover nests can be located by observing breeding pair behavior and following the tracks of individual birds. 
This is especially effective on sandy ocean beaches where fewer rocks allow for better visibility. Rocky bay beaches 
tend to be more difficult to monitor and often require more time in observation of individual pair activity in order 
to locate nests. The birds themselves, as well as their eggs, are cryptically colored to blend in with their sandy 
environment.  

 
 

Each nest is evaluated on a case-by-case basis. At certain locations with high predation rates, a wire òexclosureó may 
be installed surrounding the nest to protect the eggs from predators, such as crows, red foxes, raccoons, opossum, 
and domestic cats and dogs. In an exclosure, the adult birds can move freely to and from the nest during the 
incubation period with the nest being surrounded by the wire mesh.  
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In the 2020 season, three nests were exclosed. The installation of exclosures around nests can be very stressful to 
the birds and potentially cause nest abandonment by the adults, however once installed, exclosures provide 
protection from predators and vehicles. The decision to exclose sites is primarily based on the loss of a previous 
unexclosed nest. Exclosing the re-nest would give a better possibility of success for a pair that has already struggled 
with predation of their eggs. The nest at Louse Point was exclosed because while decision makers were determining 
the timing of a channel dredge at Accabonac, the Town wanted the location of the endangered bird nest to be 
apparent. The sites were all successful in producing young, however, the chicks had mixed success once born.  

 

The male and female adults share incubation responsibilities for 25-28 days until the eggs hatch. If a nest is 
unsuccessful early in the season, pairs will often re-nest within close proximity to their original nest site, but each 
consecutive nest may contain a decrease in the number of eggs. In the 2020 season, there were 4 re-nests bringing a 
total of 34 nesting attempts from 30 pairs. Nest failure can occur as a result of predation, abandonment, infertility, 
tidal inundation, or the loss of chicks at a young age. This year, no nests were lost due to abandonment, one was 
lost due to tidal inundation, and 17 from predation.  
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Piping plover chicks are precocial, meaning they are mobile from birth. Therefore, they are not fed by their parents 
and must forage on their own from the day they are hatched. However, they still require their parents for brooding 
to keep them warm, especially within the first few weeks of age. Like their parents, piping plover young often travel 
extensively between the dune and intertidal areas numerous times a day while foraging. Although the chicks forage, 
they cannot fly until they reach roughly 35 days old; this leaves them in danger of predation from other animals or 
being run over by vehicles.  

 
As camouflage is their main defense, young chicks often crouch in place when predators (including vehicles) approach. 
Fencing off areas with chicks or nests, prevents vehicles from going through the area and unintentionally running 
over these well-camouflaged beach-inhabiting birds. Just prior to an expected nest hatching, blockade fencing is 
installed to restrict vehicles and dogs from within close proximity to the nest sites, where unfledged young actively 
forage the beaches and intertidal zones. This restricted area is extended approximately 1,000 meters on either side of 
a nest site or foraging location of a brood and extends from the dune to the mean high water mark. Beach access 
points are accommodated or redirected, depending on the location and foraging habits of each brood. On-site 
observations may permit the restricted area to be shorter if deemed safe for the chicks, based on their mobility and 
use of the fenced off area. Our goal is to act as environmental stewards by protecting this endangered bird while also 
maintaining public access to enjoy recreational use of the beaches.   

 
Most chicks are able to fly at 25-35 days old. Once a piping plover chick is 35 days old or able to fly 15 meters, it is 
considered fledged, and counted toward successful productivity for the site. After all chicks on a given site are fledged, 
the snow fencing and symbolic fencing are taken down promptly. Most piping plover pairs and their fledged young 
leave for their wintering grounds by late August or early September.  


